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Prepared April 17, 2008 (for May 9, 2008 hearing) 

To: Commissioners and Interested Persons 

From: Dan Carl, District Manager 
Susan Craig, Coastal Planner 

Subject: City of Watsonville LCP Major Amendment Number 1-08 (Solar Power Generation 
Facilities at City Landfill). Proposed major amendment to the City of Watsonville certified 
Local Coastal Program to be presented for public hearing and California Coastal Commission 
action at the Commission’s May 9, 2008 meeting to take place at the Marina del Rey Hotel, 
13534 Bali Way, in Marina del Rey. 

Summary of Staff Recommendation 
The City of Watsonville proposes to amend its Local Coastal Program (LCP) Land Use Plan (LUP) and 
Implementation Plan (IP) to allow for future reuse of a portion of the City Landfill as a solar power 
generation facility.  Staff notes that the proposed amendments are consistent with the resource 
protection policies of the Coastal Act and the LUP, specifically regarding environmentally sensitive 
habitat, visual resources, and prime agricultural land.  

Staff recommends that the Commission find that the proposed land use plan amendments are 
consistent with and adequate to carry out the policies of the Coastal Act, and that the proposed 
implementation plan amendment is consistent with and adequate to carry out the policies of the 
amended land use plan, and that the Commission approve the LCP amendments as submitted. 
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I.  Staff Recommendation – Motions and Resolutions 
Staff recommends that the Commission, after public hearing, approve the proposed amendment as 
submitted. The Commission needs to take two actions, one on the LUP component and one on the IP 
component, to effect this recommendation, and the required motions and resolutions follow.   

A. Approval of Land Use Plan Amendment as Submitted 
Staff recommends a YES vote on the motion below. Passage of the motion will result in certification of 
the land use plan as submitted and adoption of the following resolution and findings.  The motion passes 
only by an affirmative vote of a majority of the appointed Commissioners. 

Motion. I move that the Commission certify Major Amendment Number 1-08 to the City of 
Watsonville Local Coastal Program Land Use Plan as submitted by the City of Watsonville. 

Resolution to Certify LUP Amendment. The Commission hereby certifies Major Amendment 
Number 1-08 to the City of Watsonville Local Coastal Program Land Use Plan as submitted by 
the City of Watsonville and adopts the findings set forth below on the grounds that the 
amendment conforms with the policies of Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act. Certification of the Land 
Use Plan amendment complies with the California Environmental Quality Act because either 1) 
feasible mitigation measures and/or alternatives have been incorporated to substantially lessen 
any significant adverse effects of the plan on the environment, or 2) there are no further feasible 
alternatives or mitigation measures which could substantially lessen any significant adverse 
impact that the Land Use Plan Amendment may have on the environment. 

B. Approval of Implementation Plan Amendment as Submitted 
Staff recommends a NO vote on the motion below. Failure of this motion will result in certification of 
the implementation plan amendment and the adoption of the following resolution and the findings in this 
staff report. The motion passes only by an affirmative vote of a majority of the Commissioners present.  

Motion. I move that the Commission reject Major Amendment Number 1-08 to the City of 
Watsonville Local Coastal Program Implementation Plan as submitted by the City of 
Watsonville. 

Resolution to Certify IP Amendment. The Commission hereby certifies Major Amendment 
Number 1-08 to the City of Watsonville Local Coastal Program Implementation Plan as 
submitted and adopts the findings set forth below on grounds that Major Amendment Number 1-
08 as submitted is consistent with and adequate to carry out the certified Land Use Plan, and 
certification of the Implementation Plan amendment will meet the requirements of the California 
Environmental Quality Act, because either 1) feasible mitigation measures and/or alternatives 
have been incorporated to substantially lessen any significant adverse effects of the 
Implementation Plan amendment on the environment, or 2) there are no further feasible 
alternatives or mitigation measures that would substantially lessen any significant adverse 
impacts on the environment that will result from certification of the Implementation Plan 
amendment. 
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II.  Findings and Declarations 
The Commission finds and declares as follows: 

A.  Proposed LCP Amendment 
The City of Watsonville proposes to amend its Local Coastal Program (LCP) Land Use Plan (LUP) and 
its Implementation Plan (IP) to allow solar electric utility facilities as a conditional use at the City’s 
landfill site.  Please see Exhibit #1 for a location map of the landfill site, Exhibit #2 for the proposed 
LUP text amendments, and Exhibit #3 for the proposed IP text amendments.  

B.  Consistency Analysis  
1. Land Use Plan Amendments 
The standard of review for Land Use Plan amendments is that they must be consistent with the Chapter 
3 policies of the Coastal Act.  

The City’s solid waste disposal landfill site is located off San Andreas Road and consists of about 50 
acres (see Exhibit #1).  The landfill site is designated/zoned Coastal Zone Area E.  The principal 
permitted use in Area E is municipal solid waste landfill.  The LUP establishes a number of conditional 
uses for this site, including public recreation and agriculture (once the entire landfill is filled), methane 
gas production, and waste recycling conversion facilities.  The City of Watsonville has been approached 
by an electric company with the concept of establishing a 4.7 megawatt solar electrical system on an 
eight-acre portion of the City’s landfill that has been already filled and capped with a ruderal land cover.  
Gas collection from the covered landfill is ongoing, but this area is otherwise unused currently.  The 
solar array that would be constructed at this site is part of the City’s vision to fully offset City electrical 
use (and associated carbon footprint) via solar power. 1  The total system (including the solar arrays 
located outside the coastal zone) would generate approximately 6.6 to 6.7 megawatts of electricity, and 
would constitute one of the largest municipal arrays in California. The proposed amendment modifies 
the LUP to allow solar electrical generation and transmission facilities as a conditional use in Area E 
(see Exhibit #2 for proposed LUP text amendments). 

Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act requires that terrestrial and marine habitats be protected, and where 
feasible, enhanced. More specifically, Coastal Act Section 30240 requires that environmentally sensitive 
habitat be protected against any significant disruption of the habitat values and that only uses dependent 
upon those resources be allowed. The only potential sensitive habitat in the immediate landfill area is a 
riparian corridor that is located on the eastern side of the existing landfill.  The area of the landfill 
proposed for solar panel installation is over 300 feet from this riparian corridor.  Given this distance, 
allowing installation and operation of solar panels as a conditional use on a portion of the landfill will 
not cause any significant disruption of the riparian corridor, including because solar power generation 
                                                 
1 The City plans on using the landfill site and sites at the City’s airport and atop downtown buildings (both outside the coastal zone) for 

installation of solar arrays. 
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would not introduce new noise, lights, or activities to the landfill area because solar power generation is 
fairly inert.  Thus, the proposed amendment is consistent with Coastal Act Section 30240 regarding 
protection of environmentally sensitive habitat. 

Coastal Act Section 30251 requires that new development be sited and designed to protect public views 
to and along the ocean and scenic coastal areas, and that new development be visually compatible with 
the character of the surrounding area.  The landfill site is located in a valley behind existing agricultural 
fields along San Andreas Road.  The site is generally not visible from the ocean, Highway 1, or San 
Andreas Road.  The site may be partially visible from very distant ocean and Highway 1 views (i.e., 
from several miles away), but only as part of a larger tapestry of rural Santa Cruz County.  Solar panels 
can readily be sited and designed in this context to blend into the existing landform and visual aesthetic 
(including keeping the panels low to the ground, avoiding glare, plantings as necessary, etc.). For these 
reasons, allowing installation of solar panels as a conditional use in Area E will not create any future 
visual impacts to the surrounding area.  Thus, the proposed amendment is consistent with Coastal Act 
Section 30251 regarding protection of public views. 

Coastal Act Section 30241 requires that the maximum amount of prime agricultural land be maintained 
in agricultural production.  As stated above, the landfill site is located in a valley behind existing 
agricultural fields along San Andreas Road.  The existing landfill has been used to deposit the City’s 
solid waste for the last 50 years.  For this reason, the landfill site is not viable agricultural land at this 
time, nor will it be in the near future.  The existence of the landfill, however, has not impeded 
surrounding agricultural use over the years and the two uses have proven compatible in this sense.  
Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that allowing use of a portion of the landfill site for installation of 
solar panels will not impede the continued use of nearby agricultural lands for agricultural purposes.  
Thus, the proposed amendment is consistent with Coastal Act Section 30241 regarding maintaining the 
maximum amount of prime agricultural land in agricultural production.

Accordingly, the Commission finds that the proposed LUP amendments are consistent with the Chapter 
3 policies of the Coastal Act.  

2. Implementation Plan Amendments 
The proposed IP amendment adds “Electric Utility Facilities (Solar)” as a conditional use in Area E (see 
Exhibit #3 for the proposed text).  The standard of review for Implementation Plan (IP) amendments is 
that they must be consistent with and adequate to carry out the certified LUP.  Many of the policies of 
the certified LUP mimic the policies of the Coastal Act regarding protection of environmentally 
sensitive habitat, visual resources, and agricultural land.  As discussed above, allowing solar panel 
installation as a conditional use in Area E will not cause any significant impacts to environmentally 
sensitive habitat, coastal or scenic views, or adjacent agricultural land.  Thus, the proposed IP 
amendments are consistent with and adequate to carry out the policies of the LUP.      
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3. LCP Amendment Conclusion 
In conclusion, the Commission finds that the proposed LUP and IP amendments are consistent with 
Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act, and consistent with and adequate to carry out the policies of the LUP. The 
new allowed use on this site will provide for appropriate reuse of an otherwise underused, capped 
landfill area for solar power generation that will serve to provide clean energy to the City of 
Watsonville.  A solar array in this area can effectively blend into the established aesthetic and can be 
sited and designed to protect coastal resources.  The Commission approves the LCP amendment as 
submitted. 

C.  California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) 
The Coastal Commission’s review and development process for LCPs and LCP amendments has been 
certified by the Secretary of Resources as being the functional equivalent of the environmental review 
required by CEQA. Therefore, local governments are not required to undertake environmental analysis 
of proposed LCP amendments, although the Commission can and does use any environmental 
information that the local government has developed. CEQA requires that alternatives to the proposed 
action be reviewed and considered for their potential impact on the environment and that the least 
damaging feasible alternative be chosen as the alternative to undertake.  

The City, acting as the lead CEQA agency in this case, exempted the proposed amendment under 
CEQA. This staff report has discussed the relevant coastal resource issues with the proposal. All public 
comments received to date have been addressed in the findings above. All above findings are 
incorporated herein in their entirety by reference. 

As such, there are no additional feasible alternatives or feasible mitigation measures available that 
would substantially lessen any significant adverse environmental effects that approval of the amendment 
would have on the environment within the meaning of CEQA. Thus, the proposed amendment will not 
result in any significant environmental effects for which feasible mitigation measures have not been 
employed consistent with CEQA Section 21080.5(d)(2)(A). 
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